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Rolf Palimberg
Faculty of Education,
Abo Akademi

ON THE USE. OF LEXICAL AVOIDANLE SFRATEGI‘:S

IN FOREIGN-LANGUAGE COMMUNICATION

Introduction and aim

Accordrng to Prt Corder a forergn language leamer .acmg language drfﬁculty

in a forergn language communi:ation srtuat:on may adopt either of two

prlnClpal ‘macro-strategies” (Cordet 1978). He may have a strong motivation
or fieed to express meamng in the forergn la'rguage and therefore use all the
lrngurstrc resources at his drsposal often at the rask of failing to_reach his

commumcatrve goal i.e. the successful passing on of precrse mformatron te

his interlocutor. To these resources; which melude paraphrasmg, the inven-
tion of new words, guessmg, and borrowrng from the mother tongue Corder

gave the collectrve name "'risk-taking™ or “resource- expansron“ strategres
Throughout this paper, however they will be referred to as “achievement

strategies” (5o termed by Faerch and Kasper 1980).

_ _In the oppnsite case; the leamer ignores or abandons the target concepts
for wh]ch he lacks the appropriate vocabulary. Due to rnabrlrty to express
meaning in the foretgn language he prefers to resort to one “escape route”
(lckenroth 1975) or another at the cost of mformatrve precrseness These
escape routes commonly refesred to as “avoidanc: strategres in the recent

literature; have also been termed risk- avordmg strategres” (Corder 1978),

message adjustment strategres” (Viradi 1980), and "reduction strategies”
(Faerch & Kasper 1980).

The aim of the present paper is to present a typology of lexrcal avordance
strategres to interpret the results as to the proportron of avoidance strategzes
and achievement strategies used by the learners in three dlfferent experi-
ments. conducted in the field of communiCatlon strategies, and to comment

on some of the problems involved in the study of communication strategies in
general and avoidance strategies in particular:
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A typology of avoidance strategies

Although there exists some termmologlcal and. cl‘_ssrfrcatory drsagreement in
the typologies established for communication strategies, most of them derive

from the typology ongmally presented by Viradi {1980) and enlarged upon

by Tarone (1977). In these typologies it has been customary to distinguish

between three different avoidance strategu’s -
(a) T0prc avordance (Tarone & al. 19763, l976b _Tarone 1977, Corder
1978) occurs when :he learner does not talk about concepts (or “'topics™)

fer which the VOcabulary is not known. In extreme cases this may result in
o communication at all.! In less extreme cases the learner directs his conver-

sation away from the troublesome topic; e £ by omrssron
(b) Message abandonment (Tarone & al 19 /6a, Tarone l977 Corder

realrzes that he does not know how to go on. He then stops in mid- -sentence;

chooses another toprc -and_continues his conversation. ln both toprc avoid-

pletely dropped by the leamer -
(¢) In meagning rep]acement (Varadl 1980) unlrke in toprc avordance and

message abandonment the topic is, in fact, not dropped but preserved by the

learrier. However, _instead of trying to expand his lmgurstrc resources and

overcome his communicative problem; he deliberately chooses to be less
‘specrﬁc than he orrgmally intended to be. This kind of “’semantic avoidance”
(so termed in Tarone & al. 1976b) always results in some degree of vagueness:

_In an experiment desrgned to elrcrt the communication strategies that

Frnns acd Swedrsh -speaking Finris adopt when communrcatlng in _English

(Palmberg 1979); 103 leamers were asxed to descrrbe a series of pictures,
thc first two of which deprcted a cave in the mountams and a caverman com-
ing out from the cave. The followrng examples are taken from the data

collected and illustrate how three learners chose to avoid the target item
cave:

(1) "I can sée three mountains.” TOPIC AVOIDANCE

(2) "A man is coming out froma ... R B

~er...it’s astone aged man . MESSAGE ABANDONMENT

3) ”A ‘man comes out from hrs L
home.” MEANING REPLACEMENT

4
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Faerch and Kasper defirie strategles as potentlally conscious plans for
solvmg what to the individual presents itself as a problem in reaching a paru

cuiar goal” ( 1980:60): The strategy of topxc avordance is adopted exclnsnvely
by leamers perceiving. problems in the planmng ph"° of teaching their cori:

mumcatlve goal. Message abandonment and meamng replacemenl on the
other hand, may also be adopted by learners confronted by a planning or
retrieval problem at a laier stage, i€. in the realization phase. The three
avoidarice strategies, therefore should be seen as a contmuum rather than
three separate categorles because, as Faerch and Kasper point out: ”At the
one end the leamer says ?lmost what she wants to ay .about aglven toplc
(= meaning replacerent), at the other end she says nothmg at all about this
(= tc pic avoidance)™ (1980:91).

Establishing the learners’ optimal meaning

A great problem in the study of avoidance strategies is to know when learners
actually. avord In other words How do we know when learners say anythmg
rather_than what they wanted to say" Thrs isa problem w.,ll known to those
studying learners’ errors (see e.g. Schachter 1974;1979). In a critical paper

on the uses of Error Analysrs Stig Johansson objects both to tests of free pro
duction {e.g. compositions) and to translations as rellable error- elrcrtmg

devices: In the former; he points out; “the choice of words and constructions
can be controlled by the leamner” (1975:331): In the latter; on ths other
hand, ”an error is often avoided by an inexact translatlon or a translation
which is correct from the viewpoint of the foreign language but is not a
correct rendering of the original text” (p. "50)

In the study of communication strategies, the first attempt to systematr

cally solve the problem of pmpomtmg leamers avordance behaviour was
that of Varadl In an experiment desrgned to find out how close fOrelgn
language learners came to producing what they actually. wanted to produce,
Viradi asked Hungarian leaers of English to describe in writing a series of
pictures; first in English; then in Hungarlan The rationale behind this pro-
cedure was that the mother-tongue version, written immediately after the
Engllsh version, would reveal exactly what each learner wanted to produce,

i-e. his "optimal meaning” (Viradi 1980).
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Learners’ use of avoidance siraregres in three different experiments

Varadr s methodology was soon adopted by other rnvesugators in the Feld
of communication strategies. There were often modificaticns in the elicita-

tion technrques used, the most rmportant of which was a shrft of interest

from written_to oral commiunication strategies. Three drfferent experimenits
are presented below, those conducted by Tarone £ ai: (l9/6b) Tarone
(1977), and Erwin (1979). Throughout the presentation of the results, the
main empbhasis will be on learners’ use of avoidance strategies.

Experiment 1 (Tarore & ai 1976b)

In an attempt to show paiterns of stability or instability in children’s use of
commumcatron strategres in a foreign_language over a period_of time; Tarone

& al. used a “native- language base-line” to establish the leamers optrmal

meanmg Their ellcrtatxon mstrument was a cartoon, and in addition to ask-
ing the learners, who were Engiish-speaking children in a French immersion
school in Toronto; to tell the events of the cartoon in French they asked a
control group consrstlng of rnonolrngual Englrsh -speaking children_of the
same age group (viz 7 1/2 years) to tell the story in English: Tape-recordings
were made of the narratives: :

Table 1 (rnterpreted and modrfed from P 130) shows the frequency of

avoidance strategies used by six children; as compared to thelr use of achieve

nlent §trategres and th°lr use of correct French for the target items. The

tic content of the cartoon (as ]udged by the native-language versions provrded
by the control group)

Table 1. Interpretation of Tarone & al:s data

kia'ciazsuaiégiés of correct French Number of occurrences %
5y9|dance strategres 13 26
Achievement strategies -9 18
Correct French 28 56
Total o 50 100
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Onc¢ year later, the same children were asked to perform the same task
(with the same pictures) again; and their production was analysed as to their
use Of COi‘i’ii’ﬁliﬁiCﬁtiOﬂ strategies.
__For the 13 occurrences of avoidance strategies at Time 1, the results are as
follows: There were 11 shifts to correct French at Time 11, one shift to «n
achievement strategy, and one occurrence of stabilized avoidance. Further-
more; there was a shift from correct French at Time | to avoidance at Time
il:

Experiment 2 (Tarone 1977)

In Tarone’s study of the use of communication strategies by adult foreign-
language learners; the frequency of avoidance strategies was fairly small. Fcl-
lowing Viradi Tarene set out to isolate the learners’ optimal meaning with
the aid of a story-telling task in both the native and the foreign language.
The stories performed by the nine learners (who spoke Spanish; Turkish; and
Mandarin as their mother tongue) were recorded on tape.

__ Table 2_tmodified from p. 201) shows the strategy preferences for seven
semantic target concepts by each learner (identified by their initials).

Table 2. inter'pretatldn of Tarone’s daté

L ciirrier & Spanish Tutkish Mandarin

L1

Macro- - — - , Total
strategies GU RD CT | DR AH BL | MR JO MS 8

Avoidance L L L _
”'Y?l”i - 1 1 2 0 0 0 0 4 0 8
strategies
Achievement - : - -
Strategies

Total 9 7 6 7 6 9 10 8 s 67
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Experment 3 (Erwin 1975)

ébniEWliat aiffrent results were. obtamed by l:rwm in hrs study of commiuni-

cation sirategres used by 14 mtermedrate Ievel Amierican students Iearn.ng
Russian as 4 forelgn language He elicited his data through oral narratives :n
English and in Russian; and cach student provided his  :rsion of three differ-
ent prcture stcrues contammg in all 32 specific semantic target ifems.

_ In Erwin’s study; the total number of occurrences of avordance strategres
and achrevemnnt strategres used in th. task were 108 and 159 respectively.
Moreover assuming that the non-use of a ~ommunication strategy (as report-
ed by Erwin) presupposed the knowledge of the correct Russran word, we get

the results shown in Table 3 {interpreted and modified from p. 331).

“able 3. Interpretation of Erwin’s data

Macro-strategies or correct Russian Namber of otcurrénces %

Avoidarice sirategies 108 24:1

Achievement strategies 159 355

Correct Russian 181 404

Total o 448 100.0
Discussion

As the thiree studres show, it is obvious that forergn language learners ma:ke

use of avordance strategres to different extents irrespective of age, mother
tongue, or target language. It is equally obvious that these studies can only
give very general directions as to the overall use of avoidance . strategres by
foreign learners at different leveis of language proficiency. Great caition
should be shown when interpreting suich results, for several reasons.

_. First of all; reliable divisions of communication strategies even into either
of the two macro-strategies suggested by Corder are very difficult to make.
This has beeri demionstrated in Palmberg (1981 & 82), and was also pointed
out by Erwin; who used a panel of four judges to classify and to decide on

the communicative efﬁcrency of the learners’ productions (1979).

8
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Secondly lt lS cIear that a ﬁnal typology ofcommumcatlon strategles has

tion. strategles have been .made according to the deﬁnmor.s of strategres
given by the individual researchers, not according to their ¢ oice of terminol-
ogy (cf. e.g. the principles of avoidance/paraphrase categorization in Tarone
& al. 1976b and in Tarone 1977)

) Thlrdly, thezre is not yet any generally accepted way by wh-cn the fre-
ta grve but one example clearly regards the use of two dlfferent communica-
tion strategles used by one learier to commumcate one target 1tem as two
occurrences of communication strategres This may be seen in Table 2 e g. sor
leamner GU, who used; in all; nine communication strategies to communicate
seven target items.

. Fourthly; the number of factors governing the choice of communication
strategies on the part of the leamer is fairly large. These factors seem to be
dependent on two main variables: a learner variable and a situation variable.
The_ learner variable. includes factors such as the learner’s age; his learning
Ievel or stage of proﬁcrency. his mother tongue, his knowledge of languages
other than the mother tongue and the foreign language being communicated,
and ﬁn..lly, hls personalrty charactmstrcs The sltuatron vanaole on the

cated the target ltems bemg commumcated (lexrcal vs. syntactlc) the type of
communication (real life vs. test situation, motrvated vs. unmotivated,
written vs. spoken; one-way vs. two-way commuaication), and the language
background of the interlocutor/experimenter (native speaker of the learner’s
target language vs. fellow foréign-language learner).

Therefore. as pointed out by Tarone (1979); it is essentral that researchers
take more tare when reportmg on their expenments including for example

the following information :

( a) What exactly was. the testee asked to do"

(b) Who was present iri the experimental situition?

{c) What was their relatlonshrp to the testee?

(d) What werc therr age and sex (experlmenter as well as testee)?
(¢) Wasit a formal or informal situation?

J
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Final comments

Avoidance behaviour is, by definitioni, an “easy way out” for the foreign-

language learner who is unable to communicate a desrred _meaning due to
vocabulary difficulty: Paradoxrcally, avoidarice strategies may also be used by
the learner to ensure correct comprehension by his interlocutor. japanese
learners who are tired of bemg constantly mlsunderstood when trying to
pronounce an Enghsh word contammg an ]l/ or ]r/ sound may therefore

extrermiely rare (Sciiachter 1974) examples are provrded in the. lrterature

Cohen, for example reports that Celce Murcras 2 l/2 year old daughter

a 'nother-tongue word wrth 2 sorind that she had not yet mastered (Conen
1975 121- 122) Avordance of this type presupposes a choice; and has there-
fore been referred to as “true avoidance’ (Levenston & Blum 1977) ln
addition to second- or for'-rgn larrguage leamers -true avoidance in the lexrcal
ﬁeld is frequently adopted by e g. teachers; translators, and editors of Simpli-
fied Readers intended for foreign-language learners:

FOOTNOTE

1. The relictance on the part of the leamner to engage in any conversatioa at all in the
foreign ianguage die to anxiety could, as suggested by Jaakko Lehtonen during the
dlsfl.r?fﬁlg!lﬁ tbllowmg this paper, be seen as an avoidance strategy in its own right. If

s0; conversation awoidance would perhaps be the appropriate term to describe this
kind of behaviour.
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